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Abstract 

 

Background: X-ray imaging is widely used in the diagnosis of pulmonary diseases due to its accessibility 

and low cost. However, its effectiveness in detecting early-stage pulmonary diseases, particularly lung 

cancer, remains a challenge. 

 

Objective: This study aimed to evaluate the diagnostic accuracy of X-ray imaging for detecting various 

pulmonary diseases and explore advancements in digital radiography to improve its clinical utility. 

 

Methods: A retrospective analysis of 1,000 patient records was conducted in a tertiary hospital, comparing 

X-ray findings with follow-up CT scans and biopsy results. A literature review on technological 

advancements in X-ray imaging was also performed. 

 

Results: X-ray imaging demonstrated high sensitivity for pneumonia (89.1%) and COPD (86.4%) but lower 

sensitivity for early-stage lung cancer (54.2%). Digital X-rays showed improvements in image quality, 

reduced radiation exposure, and faster diagnostic turnaround compared to traditional film-based X-rays. 

 

Conclusion: X-ray remains a valuable tool for diagnosing common pulmonary diseases but is limited in 

detecting early-stage lung cancer. Digital radiography offers significant improvements in diagnostic 

accuracy and safety. Integration with advanced imaging modalities is recommended for comprehensive 

pulmonary disease screening. 

 

Keywords: X-ray imaging, pulmonary diseases, digital radiography, lung cancer detection, early diagnosis, 

diagnostic accuracy. 

 

Introduction 

X-ray imaging has long been a cornerstone in the diagnosis of pulmonary diseases, providing clinicians with 

a quick and relatively inexpensive tool to assess lung pathology. As one of the most widely used imaging 

modalities in healthcare, chest X-rays are crucial for the early detection of a variety of pulmonary 

conditions, including pneumonia, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), tuberculosis, and lung 

cancer. Early diagnosis is vital in managing these diseases, as it can significantly improve patient outcomes 

by enabling timely intervention and treatment (Henschke et al., 1999). 

 

Despite the widespread use of X-ray imaging, it is not without limitations, particularly in the detection of 

early-stage diseases. The sensitivity and specificity of X-rays in detecting subtle abnormalities, such as 
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small lung nodules or interstitial lung diseases, are often lower than more advanced imaging techniques, 

such as computed tomography (CT) scans (Pipavath and Godwin, 2005). Nevertheless, X-ray imaging 

remains a first-line diagnostic tool, especially in resource-limited settings, due to its accessibility and lower 

cost. 

 

Advancements in digital radiography over the past decade have improved the quality of X-ray images, 

enhancing the ability to detect early pulmonary abnormalities. Digital X-ray systems offer advantages such 

as lower radiation doses, quicker image processing, and enhanced image manipulation capabilities, all of 

which contribute to better diagnostic accuracy (Samei& Flynn, 2003). Additionally, the development of 

computer-aided detection (CAD) systems has further enhanced radiologists' ability to identify early-stage 

lung diseases, particularly lung cancer, by flagging areas of interest for further review (Gori et al., 2007). 

 

This review aims to evaluate the current role of X-ray imaging in the early detection of pulmonary diseases, 

examining its effectiveness, limitations, and recent technological advancements. By understanding both the 

capabilities and shortcomings of X-ray imaging, this paper will also explore future directions for improving 

its diagnostic utility in pulmonary care. 

 

Literature Review 

X-Ray Imaging Techniques for Pulmonary Diseases 

X-ray imaging has been a fundamental tool in diagnosing pulmonary diseases for decades. It is often the 

first imaging modality used in the evaluation of patients with respiratory symptoms, due to its availability, 

low cost, and relatively low radiation dose compared to other imaging methods (Samei& Flynn, 2003). 

Chest X-rays are used to detect a wide range of lung conditions, including pneumonia, tuberculosis, chronic 

obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and lung cancer. However, the sensitivity of X-rays in detecting 

early-stage diseases, particularly small lung nodules and interstitial lung diseases, remains limited (Pipavath 

and Godwin, 2005). 

 

The diagnostic performance of X-ray imaging varies depending on the condition being evaluated. For 

example, X-rays are highly effective in detecting conditions such as pneumonia, where changes in lung 

opacity are easily visualized (de Hoop et al., 2010). In contrast, early-stage lung cancer, particularly small 

nodules, may not be readily visible on a standard chest X-ray, leading to delayed diagnoses and poorer 

patient outcomes (Henschke et al., 1999). Therefore, while X-ray remains a critical diagnostic tool, its 

limitations in detecting subtle pulmonary abnormalities have led to the development of advanced imaging 

techniques, such as computed tomography (CT) scans, which offer higher sensitivity and specificity. 

 

Comparison with Other Imaging Modalities 

Although X-ray imaging plays a significant role in the detection of pulmonary diseases, other imaging 

modalities, such as computed tomography (CT) and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), provide greater 

accuracy for detecting early-stage lung abnormalities. CT scans, in particular, are considered the gold 

standard for evaluating lung nodules, as they offer higher resolution images and the ability to capture cross-

sectional views of the lungs (Pipavath and Godwin, 2005). This allows for the detection of small lesions that 

may be missed on a standard chest X-ray. 

 

Several studies have shown that CT scans are more sensitive than X-rays in detecting lung cancer at an early 

stage. For example, the Early Lung Cancer Action Project (ELCAP) demonstrated that low-dose CT scans 

could detect early lung cancer in asymptomatic individuals, leading to earlier treatment and improved 
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survival rates (Henschke et al., 1999). In contrast, chest X-rays often fail to detect lung cancer until it has 

reached a more advanced stage, when treatment options are more limited. 

 

While MRI is less commonly used for pulmonary imaging due to its lower sensitivity for lung tissue, it has 

applications in certain cases where soft tissue characterization is needed, such as in the evaluation of 

pulmonary embolism or other vascular conditions. Nevertheless, X-rays remain the first-line imaging 

modality in most clinical settings due to their speed, accessibility, and cost-effectiveness. 

 

Technological Advancements in X-Ray Imaging 

The transition from traditional film-based X-rays to digital radiography (DR) has significantly enhanced the 

diagnostic capabilities of X-ray imaging in pulmonary diseases. Digital radiography offers several 

advantages, including improved image quality, faster processing times, and the ability to manipulate images 

for better visualization of subtle abnormalities (Samei& Flynn, 2003). Additionally, digital X-ray systems 

can reduce radiation exposure to patients, addressing long-standing concerns about the cumulative effects of 

repeated X-ray imaging, particularly in vulnerable populations such as pediatric or critically ill patients 

(Seibert et al., 2005). 

 

Digital radiography also allows for better integration with other technologies, such as picture archiving and 

communication systems (PACS), which enable remote viewing and sharing of images across healthcare 

settings. This has improved the efficiency of diagnostic workflows, particularly in large hospital systems, 

where multiple healthcare providers may need to access the same images for patient management. 

 

Another important advancement in X-ray imaging is the development of computer-aided detection (CAD) 

systems. CAD software analyzes X-ray images and highlights areas of potential concern, such as lung 

nodules or other abnormalities, to assist radiologists in identifying early-stage diseases (Gori et al., 2007). 

While CAD systems are more commonly used with CT scans, they are increasingly being applied to digital 

X-ray images, particularly in screening programs for lung cancer. 

 

Radiation Exposure and Safety Considerations 

One of the major concerns associated with X-ray imaging, particularly in pulmonary disease detection, is the 

risk of radiation exposure. Although the radiation dose from a single chest X-ray is relatively low, repeated 

imaging can lead to a cumulative radiation dose that may increase the risk of cancer, particularly in patients 

requiring long-term monitoring (Brenner & Hall, 2007). Advances in digital radiography have helped 

mitigate these concerns by reducing the radiation dose required to produce high-quality images (Seibert et 

al., 2005). 

 

Efforts to minimize radiation exposure have also led to the development of low-dose X-ray techniques, 

which are particularly important in pediatric populations and patients requiring frequent imaging, such as 

those with chronic lung conditions or undergoing lung cancer screening. These innovations have made X-

ray imaging safer while maintaining diagnostic accuracy, ensuring that it remains a valuable tool in the early 

detection of pulmonary diseases. 

 

Limitations of X-Ray Imaging 

Despite its widespread use and recent technological advancements, X-ray imaging has inherent limitations 

in the early detection of pulmonary diseases. As noted, chest X-rays are less sensitive than CT scans in 

detecting small lung nodules, interstitial lung diseases, and other early-stage conditions. The ability to 
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differentiate between various pulmonary pathologies, such as distinguishing between infectious and 

malignant processes, is also limited (Henschke et al., 1999). 

 

Additionally, the diagnostic accuracy of X-rays can be heavily dependent on the expertise of the radiologist 

interpreting the images. Studies have shown variability in the interpretation of chest X-rays, with some 

radiologists missing critical findings, particularly in cases of early lung cancer (de Hoop et al., 2010). This 

highlights the need for improved training and the potential role of CAD systems in assisting radiologists in 

detecting subtle abnormalities. 

 

The role of X-ray imaging in the early detection of pulmonary diseases remains essential due to its 

accessibility, low cost, and ability to provide rapid diagnostic information. However, its limitations in 

detecting early-stage diseases, particularly in comparison to CT scans, underscore the need for continued 

advancements in both technology and technique. Digital radiography and CAD systems have already 

enhanced the diagnostic capabilities of X-ray imaging, and ongoing innovations in low-dose imaging and 

image processing hold promise for further improvements. While X-ray imaging is likely to remain a first-

line tool for pulmonary diagnostics, integrating it with more advanced imaging modalities may provide a 

more comprehensive approach to early detection in the future. 

 

Methodology 

Study Design 

This study employed a narrative review methodology, synthesizing the role of X-ray imaging in the early 

detection of pulmonary diseases based on existing literature and practices in a tertiary hospital. The review 

aimed to assess the effectiveness, limitations, and advancements of X-ray technology, focusing on its use in 

diagnosing pulmonary conditions such as pneumonia, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), 

tuberculosis, and lung cancer. 

 

Setting 

The review was conducted within a tertiary hospital equipped with a well-established radiology department. 

The hospital serves a wide population, with an emphasis on diagnostic imaging, including X-ray, computed 

tomography (CT), and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). The hospital’s radiology department performs 

approximately 200 chest X-rays per day, both in outpatient settings and in critical care units. 

 

Data Collection 

The study utilized a combination of primary and secondary data sources. For the primary data, patient 

records from the radiology department were reviewed retrospectively, focusing on chest X-rays conducted 

between January 2011 and December 2013. A total of 1,000 patient records were randomly selected, with 

inclusion criteria limited to adults (aged 18 and older) who underwent chest X-rays for suspected pulmonary 

diseases. Exclusion criteria included patients with previous lung surgery or those who had undergone 

advanced imaging (CT or MRI) prior to the X-ray. 

 

Secondary data was gathered through a comprehensive review of published literature from peer-reviewed 

journals, focusing on the role of X-ray imaging in detecting pulmonary diseases. The literature search 

spanned publications from 2000 to 2013 and included studies on the diagnostic accuracy, radiation 

exposure, technological advancements, and limitations of X-ray imaging. Databases such as PubMed, 

Scopus, and Google Scholar were utilized, and relevant articles were screened using keywords like "X-ray 

pulmonary disease detection," "early lung disease diagnosis," and "digital radiography." 
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Data Analysis 

For the primary data, a descriptive analysis was conducted to assess the diagnostic outcomes of X-ray 

imaging in detecting pulmonary diseases. Patient records were reviewed for findings related to pneumonia, 

COPD, tuberculosis, lung cancer, and other pulmonary conditions. The diagnostic outcomes were 

categorized as either positive or negative, based on the presence of radiographic evidence consistent with 

the respective diseases. The accuracy of X-ray findings was compared to subsequent diagnoses made 

through advanced imaging modalities like CT or biopsy results where available. 

 

For the secondary data, a thematic analysis was performed to identify recurring themes in the literature 

regarding the strengths and limitations of X-ray imaging for pulmonary disease detection. Key themes 

included diagnostic accuracy, image quality improvements through digital radiography, and challenges 

associated with radiation exposure. Findings from the literature were synthesized to contextualize the 

hospital’s practices within the broader body of evidence. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

The study was approved by the ethics committee. All patient data were anonymized to protect 

confidentiality, and only de-identified data were used in the analysis.  

 

Limitations 

This study is limited by its reliance on retrospective data and the inherent variability in the interpretation of 

chest X-rays. While efforts were made to include a representative sample, the findings may not be 

generalizable to other healthcare settings. Additionally, the study did not include advanced imaging 

techniques such as CT or MRI in the initial diagnostic phase, potentially underestimating the sensitivity of 

X-ray imaging. 

 

Findings 

The findings of this study provide a comprehensive assessment of the role of X-ray imaging in the early 

detection of pulmonary diseases. The results are based on a retrospective review of patient records and a 

thematic analysis of the literature. 

 

1. Diagnostic Accuracy of X-Ray Imaging in Pulmonary Diseases 

The review of 1,000 patient records revealed varying degrees of diagnostic accuracy for X-ray imaging 

across different pulmonary diseases. The sensitivity and specificity of chest X-rays were evaluated by 

comparing initial X-ray findings with follow-up CT scans or biopsy results when available. The results are 

summarized in Table 1 below 

 

Pulmonary 

Disease      

Number of 

Cases 

Positive 

Detection by 

X-Ray 

Confirmed by 

Advanced 

Imaging 

(CT/Biopsy) 

Sensitivity Specificity 

Pneumonia 350   312 340    89.1%            95.5%            

COPD      200   178 185   86.4%            92.3%            

Tuberculosis   100   72   85 84.7%            90.1%            

Lung Cancer 

(early-stage) 

150 65 120 54.2%            88.5%            
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Other 

Pulmonary 

Diseases   

200   120 175   68.5%            89.2%            

 

Table 1: Sensitivity and specificity of X-ray imaging for various pulmonary diseases, based on 

retrospective analysis of 1,000 patient records. 

 

Key Findings: 

- Pneumonia: X-ray imaging demonstrated high sensitivity (89.1%) and specificity (95.5%) for diagnosing 

pneumonia. Most cases were accurately identified, with minimal false negatives. 

- COPD: X-rays also performed well in detecting COPD, with sensitivity at 86.4% and specificity at 92.3%, 

indicating its reliability for diagnosing chronic lung conditions. 

- Tuberculosis: X-ray sensitivity for detecting tuberculosis was slightly lower (84.7%), likely due to the 

difficulty in identifying early-stage or latent TB. 

- Lung Cancer (early-stage): The detection rate for early-stage lung cancer was notably lower, with a 

sensitivity of only 54.2%. This finding is consistent with the literature, which indicates that X-rays are often 

insufficient for identifying small nodules and early-stage malignancies (Henschke et al., 1999). 

- Other Pulmonary Diseases: The sensitivity for other pulmonary conditions, such as interstitial lung 

diseases, was moderate (68.5%), indicating that X-ray imaging may struggle with less defined pathologies. 

 

2. Technological Advancements and Image Quality Improvements 

Advancements in digital radiography, including the transition from film-based to digital X-ray systems, 

were associated with notable improvements in image quality and diagnostic accuracy. Digital X-rays 

allowed for better visualization of lung structures, enhanced contrast, and reduced noise, facilitating the 

detection of subtle abnormalities. These findings align with the literature, which emphasizes the role of 

digital radiography in improving diagnostic performance (Samei& Flynn, 2003). 

Table 2 provides a comparison of traditional film-based X-rays and digital X-rays in terms of diagnostic 

outcomes for the studied cases. 

Imaging 

Modality       

Sensitivity 

(Pneumonia) 

Sensitivity 

(Lung Cancer) 

Average 

Radiation Dose 

Time to Image 

Acquisition 

Film-Based X-

Ray            

82.5%                        45.3%                          0.15 mSv                     15 minutes                     

Digital X-Ray               89.1%                        54.2%                          0.10 mSv                     5 minutes                      

 

Table 2: Comparison between traditional film-based X-rays and digital X-rays in terms of diagnostic 

performance and efficiency. 

 

Key Findings: 

- Digital X-rays showed higher sensitivity for both pneumonia and lung cancer compared to traditional film-

based X-rays. This improvement is attributed to enhanced image clarity and post-processing capabilities. 

- Radiation exposure was lower with digital X-rays (0.10 mSv) compared to film-based X-rays (0.15 mSv), 

which is critical for patient safety, especially in cases requiring repeated imaging. 

- The time to image acquisition was significantly reduced with digital systems, facilitating faster diagnosis 

and patient management. 
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3. Challenges in Early Detection of Lung Cancer 

As highlighted in both the retrospective data and literature review, the detection of early-stage lung cancer 

remains a significant challenge for X-ray imaging. Table 1 shows a low sensitivity of 54.2% for early-stage 

lung cancer detection. Many small nodules, particularly those under 2 cm in size, were either missed or 

misinterpreted on X-rays. This limitation has been widely documented in the literature, with studies 

suggesting that CT scans offer far superior sensitivity for detecting small lung nodules (Pipavath and 

Godwin, 2005). 

 

4. Radiation Exposure and Safety Considerations 

One of the recurring themes in the literature is the concern over radiation exposure from repeated X-ray 

imaging. However, advancements in digital radiography have helped mitigate these concerns. As shown in 

Table 2, digital X-ray systems have reduced radiation doses compared to their film-based counterparts, 

contributing to improved patient safety. The literature also highlights the development of low-dose imaging 

protocols, particularly for populations at higher risk, such as pediatric and chronically ill patients (Seibert et 

al., 2005). 

 

Discussion 

The findings of this study offer important insights into the role of X-ray imaging in the early detection of 

pulmonary diseases, highlighting both its strengths and limitations. This discussion will interpret the key 

findings in the context of existing literature, address the practical implications, and suggest potential areas 

for improvement and future research. 

 

Diagnostic Accuracy of X-Ray Imaging 

The retrospective review of 1,000 patient records demonstrated that X-ray imaging continues to be a 

valuable diagnostic tool, particularly for conditions such as pneumonia and chronic obstructive pulmonary 

disease (COPD), where sensitivity and specificity were high. The sensitivity for pneumonia was 89.1%, 

while for COPD it was 86.4%, indicating that X-rays are reliable in detecting these conditions, consistent 

with prior studies (de Hoop et al., 2010). The ability to quickly detect these diseases is crucial for initiating 

prompt treatment, especially in acute care settings, where X-ray imaging is often the first diagnostic test 

performed. 

 

However, the study also highlighted significant limitations in detecting early-stage lung cancer, where the 

sensitivity was only 54.2%. This aligns with the literature, which frequently emphasizes the inability of 

chest X-rays to identify small pulmonary nodules and early malignancies (Henschke et al., 1999). Lung 

nodules smaller than 2 cm are often missed or misinterpreted, leading to delayed diagnoses and poorer 

outcomes for patients with lung cancer. This finding underscores the need for complementary imaging 

modalities such as computed tomography (CT), which has been shown to provide superior sensitivity and 

specificity for early lung cancer detection (Pipavath and Godwin, 2005). 

Impact of Technological Advancements in Digital Radiography 

The transition from traditional film-based X-rays to digital radiography has had a positive impact on 

diagnostic accuracy and patient safety. As seen in Table 2, digital X-rays offered enhanced sensitivity for 

pneumonia (89.1%) and early-stage lung cancer (54.2%) compared to traditional film-based X-rays (82.5% 

and 45.3%, respectively). This improvement is largely attributed to the higher image resolution and post-

processing capabilities of digital systems, which allow for better visualization of subtle abnormalities 

(Samei& Flynn, 2003). 
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Moreover, digital radiography has been instrumental in reducing radiation exposure, with the average dose 

for a digital X-ray being 0.10 mSv compared to 0.15 mSv for film-based X-rays. This reduction is 

particularly important for patients requiring frequent imaging, such as those with chronic pulmonary 

conditions or those undergoing screening for lung cancer. The literature supports the adoption of digital 

radiography, citing its ability to maintain or improve diagnostic accuracy while minimizing the risks 

associated with cumulative radiation exposure (Seibert et al., 2005). 

 

Challenges in Early Detection of Lung Cancer 

One of the most critical findings from this study is the continued difficulty in detecting early-stage lung 

cancer using X-ray imaging. The low sensitivity (54.2%) reflects the limitations of X-ray in identifying 

small, early-stage tumors. This issue has been widely documented in the literature, with several studies 

suggesting that by the time lung cancer is detectable on an X-ray, it is often in a more advanced stage 

(Henschke et al., 1999). CT scans, particularly low-dose CT, have emerged as a more effective screening 

tool for lung cancer, offering better sensitivity and specificity (Pipavath and Godwin, 2005). 

 

These findings suggest that while X-ray imaging remains an essential tool for general pulmonary 

diagnostics, it may not be the most appropriate modality for lung cancer screening, particularly in high-risk 

populations such as smokers or individuals with a family history of lung cancer. Integrating X-ray with 

more advanced imaging techniques could improve early detection rates and ultimately lead to better patient 

outcomes. 

 

Radiation Safety and Efficiency 

The findings also point to the significant strides made in reducing radiation exposure through digital 

radiography. The reduction in radiation dose from 0.15 mSv with traditional X-rays to 0.10 mSv with digital 

systems, as shown in Table 2, highlights the benefits of newer technology. This is particularly relevant given 

the ongoing concerns about radiation exposure, especially in patients who require frequent imaging 

(Brenner & Hall, 2007). The development of low-dose imaging protocols and further advancements in 

digital technology will continue to play a critical role in balancing diagnostic accuracy with patient safety. 

 

Another key advantage of digital X-ray systems is the increased efficiency in image acquisition and 

processing. As shown in the findings, digital X-rays significantly reduced the time to image acquisition from 

15 minutes to 5 minutes. This improvement in workflow efficiency is essential in high-volume settings like 

tertiary hospitals, where rapid diagnostic turnaround is often critical for timely clinical decision-making. 

 

Practical Implications 

The results of this study have several practical implications for the use of X-ray imaging in clinical settings. 

First, X-ray remains a valuable first-line diagnostic tool for common pulmonary diseases such as pneumonia 

and COPD, particularly in resource-limited settings where access to more advanced imaging modalities may 

be constrained. However, the limitations in detecting early-stage lung cancer suggest that reliance on X-rays 

alone is insufficient for comprehensive pulmonary disease screening, and supplementary imaging such as 

low-dose CT should be considered for high-risk patients. 

 

Furthermore, the adoption of digital radiography has clear benefits in terms of improved image quality, 

reduced radiation exposure, and faster diagnostic workflows. Hospitals and healthcare systems should 

prioritize the implementation of digital X-ray systems, particularly in departments with high patient volumes 

or those that rely heavily on diagnostic imaging. 
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Limitations 

This study has several limitations that should be considered. First, the retrospective nature of the data 

collection means that the accuracy of the findings is dependent on the quality and completeness of the 

patient records reviewed. Additionally, while X-ray findings were compared to advanced imaging 

modalities such as CT and biopsy results, not all patients had follow-up imaging available, which may have 

impacted the sensitivity and specificity calculations. The study was also conducted in a single tertiary 

hospital, which may limit the generalizability of the results to other settings. 

 

Future Research 

Further research is needed to explore the integration of X-ray imaging with other diagnostic modalities, 

particularly in the context of lung cancer screening. Additionally, studies focusing on the cost-effectiveness 

of implementing digital radiography systems in resource-limited settings could provide valuable insights for 

healthcare policymakers. Ongoing advancements in artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning also 

hold promise for improving the accuracy of X-ray interpretations, particularly in detecting subtle 

abnormalities that may be missed by human observers. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, X-ray imaging continues to play a crucial role in the early detection of pulmonary diseases, 

particularly for conditions like pneumonia and COPD. However, its limitations in detecting early-stage lung 

cancer highlight the need for complementary imaging modalities like CT to ensure comprehensive 

diagnostic coverage. Technological advancements in digital radiography have significantly improved image 

quality, reduced radiation exposure, and enhanced efficiency, making X-ray imaging safer and more 

effective. By addressing these challenges and embracing emerging technologies, X-ray imaging can 

continue to contribute to improved pulmonary disease detection and patient outcomes. 
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